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While the trend in Australia is towards earlier compulsory retirement, the United States Government
has recently passed legislation which guarantees the rights of the elderly who wish to continue in
employment to do so. This paper brieflY discusses the concept of early retirement in the light of
demographic trends which point to an increase in the proportion ofelderly persons in the Australian
population in the next few decades. Some of the needs of the elderly, as they themselves perceive
them, are highlighted with special reference to a report commissioned by the Western Australian
Council on the Ageing, and to a questionnaire completed by participants in the Western Australian
Institute of Technology Activity Programme for the Over-60s.
Chambers' 20th Century Dictionary defines
"to retire" as '~to withdraw: to retreat: to
recede: to withdraw from society, office, public
life, business, profession, etc: to go into sec-
lusion or to bed" (Macdonald, 1974, p. 1153).
These words are depressingly negative. Yet
sooner or later, all of us who work must give
some thought to retirement. But to retire into
seclusion? Or to bed? To withdraw from
society and public life? Is this what retirement
is supposed to mean? Consider that even with
mandatory retiring ages as they are at present,
60 for women and 65 for men, most of us can
look forward to some 15 to 20 years of post-
retirement activity. Or is it to be non-activity?
If retirement ages are lowered as they well
might be in the future, some of you now at the
beginning of your professional lives must con-
sider a post-retirement period of 25 or 30 years.
That is a long time to spend in withdrawing,
retreating, receding, or in bed4
Simone de Beauvoir has this to say about the
prospect of old age, "When we look at the image
of our own future provided by the old we do
not believe it: an absurd inner voice whispers
that that will never happen to us - when that
happens it will no longer be ourselves that it
happens to. Until the moment it is upon us
old age is something that only affects other
people . . . If we do not know what we are
going to be, we cannot know what we are: let
us recognize ourselves in this old man or in that
old woman. It must be done if we are to take
upon ourselves the entirety of our human
state" (de Beauvoir, 1972, p. 5).
If retirement is to be a happy time it needs
to be given the same thought and planning that
is usually given to the choice of a career. Some
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who have studied retirement outcomes say that
this planning period should begin 10 years
before actual retirement (Weatherall, 1969;
Donovan and Close, 1978). Fozard and Popkin
(1978) are advocates of introducing retirement
programmes in young and middle adulthood.
Bromley, an English psychologist who has made
the study of ageing his special field of interest,
goes so far as to say that successful retirement
will only be achieved if it has been planned for
long and carefully (Bromley, 1974, p. 139).
Early retirement and demographic trends
The Union movement and the Government
are both pressing for earlier retirement for
some sections of the work force. This might be
welcomed by workers whose jobs are dull and
monotonous. Also, it might open the way for
job opportunities for young workers, which is
certainly a worthwhile objective. But it can also
be seen in a different perspective: as a public
devaluation of the skills of older workers.
Whether or not you approve of moves for
earlier retirement is a matter of personal
philosophy. However full implementation of
early retirement policies must result in the
waste of an increasing number of our adult
human resources. In the United States, the
number of persons of 65 and over will increase
from 19 million in 1968, to a projected 25
million in 1985 (Dubois, 1975)4 In Australia it
is anticipated that the figure will rise from 1.21
million in 1977, to approximately 1.69 million
in the year 2001. (Australian Bureau of Statis-
tics, 1976.)
Political organisation in the U.S.A. and Australia
The over-658 in the United States are repre-
sented by a well-organised and powerful political
lobby dedicated to securing the best possible
life for all retired and elderly people. Where
Australian moves to lower the retirement age
have been met largely by indifference except
by those most directly involved, the gerontology
movement in the U.S.A., has lobbied strongly
to secure the passage of anti-discrimination
amendments which guarantee that if a worker
has the ability to continue in a job and wishes
to do so, he or she cannot be dismissed or
retired on the grounds of age. The Australian
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gerontological giant remains fast asleep. An
effective, nationwide lobby on behalf of all
Australian retired people, one which will work
consistently at a national level on a range of
issues, has not yet been mobilized. According
to A.J. Bell, Honorary Secretary for the Associa-
tion for the Abolition of the Means Test, there
are currently plans afoot to form a National
Association of semi-independent persons (per-
sonal communication).
Why not compulsory retirement?
The rules for retirement were made many
years ago, and society has changed a great deal
since that time. There is certainly an argument
to be raised against a principle of compulsory
retirement which is based on some arbitrarily
selected upper age limit. Hawker (1974) points
out that chronological age and functional age
are not closely correlated. There are wide in-
dividual and also generational differences
between age and ability. The person who turned
65 in 1977 is likely to be as biologically efficien t
as the 50 year old of one decade ago (Hawker,
1974). This is not to deny that function does
decline with advancing age. This has been well
documented (Fozard and Popkin, 1978; Bromley,
1974; Welford, 1976). But the rate of decline
varies from individual to individual which
makes the selection of an arbitrary age limit an
unrealistic criterion for determining when re-
tirement must take place. Because of this
MacFarland (1973) speaks of an urgent need
for industrial psychologists to develop reliable
measures for determining functional age.
Psychological hazards to retirement
Levison (1977) has documented a crISIS
period which he calls the "mid-life transition"
when adults in all types of occupations begin
to question the value and meaning of work.
Sarason (1977) is another who has recorded
dissatisfaction with work among both blue and
white collar workers, among the unskilled as
well as the highly educated. If these attitudes
are indeed current what happens if people are
asked whether or not they would choose to
retire before the present mandatory age is
reached if they were given this opportunity?
When this question was asked in the United
Klngdom (Bromley, 1974), Western Australia
(Donovan and Close, 1978)) and the United
States (Barfield and Morgan, 1978) it was
found that younger workers stated that if they
were guaranteed an adequate income they
would choose an early retirement. But, when
the same question was put to older workers
most stated that they would continue working
until compulsorily retired. Why this difference?
Perhaps as retirement draws nearer, older
workers recognise that the gap between present
and retirement incomes will mean a drop in
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living standards. But it is also likely that psycho-
logical influences play a part. In societies as
youth-oriented as our own there are many un-
flattering stereotypes of the aged, and their
status in the community is generally seen to
be low (Oberleder, 1967). Rose (1965) speaks
of the retired as having their own subculture.
Ollie Randall, past President of the American
Gerontological Society, has this to say, "When
one is retired one is apt to be immediately
classified as 'old\ for retirement in our society
is still equated with old age with little regard
for the functional capacities of the individual
retiree" (Randall, 1978, p. 8).
Henderson et al. (1971) has much the same
sort of remark to make about retirement in
Australia. He observes that we tend to set the
aged apart from the main stream of society
and compulsory retirement marks the beginning
of this segregation. It seems that as the time
for retirement draws closer individuals become
more aware of the implications. Therefore, to
the elderly retirement is a less inviting prospect
both for financial and psychological reasons,
than it is for those who are secure in their
relative youthfulness.
Compulsory retirement a time of
disengagemen t and stress
If older people do prefer to remain at work
for as long as possible, it is probable that they
suffer some stress and feelings of despondency
during the months immediately preceding and
following retirement. Earlier studies on retire-
ment tended to emphasise this aspect.
Disengagement from the work force by its
elderly members can be looked at as serving a
useful, adaptive purpose fOT society as a whole.
As the elderly relinquish tasks for which they
supposedly have a diminishing competence,
positions are created for younger workers. But
for the individual retiree, the period has been
described as a time of strain accompanied by
feelings of insecurity and loss. Status is often
linked with and dependent upon the job one
holds, while friends and social activities may
also revolve around work. So on retirement the
worker may feel conscious that status has some-
how declined, at the same time fearing that
bonds with work friends will weaken and in-
clusion in social groups occur less and less
frequently (Bromley, 1974). Holcomb (1975)
even speaks of retirement as a banishment
which creates its own grouping of "socio-
economic lepers".
If this is an accurate picture of retirement it
is not surprising that retirees can suffer from
the effects of stress. However, this gloomy view
of retirement has been challenged by other
authars closely concerned with research on
retired populations (Gibb, 1960; Streib and
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Schneider, 1971).
Retirement as an alternative life-style
Streib and Schneider (1971) in an analysis
of retirement patterns, concluded that the
process of disengagement is for most people,
both a llseful and highly selective process. The
individual does not retire into a void, but rather
replaces work and its associations with other
desirable interests. Individuals find themselves
free to develop alternative roles and relation-
ships. Although the Streib and Schneider data
refers to conditions in the United States where
the elderly are much better organised than in
Australia, our own experience tends to support
their findings. Our sample was admittedly small
and self-selected consisting of 21 of the 22 men
and women taking part in the W.A.I.T. Activity
Programme for the Over-60s (one subject did
not complete the questionnaire). In answering
a questionnaire 19 of our respondents ticked
the terms "busy" and "enjoyable" to describe
their own retirement, while only 2 ticked "bor-
ing". Bromley (1974) remarks on a similar ex-
perience with retired people in the United
Kingdom.
Major concerns of the retired
It would be unrealistic to suggest that retire-
ment brings no problems (Donovan and Close,
1978). Two major areas of concern are finance
and health. The pension alone is clearly inade-
quate to maintain a reasonable standard of
living. A married couple receives $88.70 1 per
week, and is permitted to earn only $34.50
above this amount before the pension is subject
to reduction. For a single person these figures
are $53.20 and $20.00. In times of high unem-
ployment such as is the case to-day it is very
difficult for the retired person to find suitable
work with which to augment the pension. It is
no coincidence that Henderson reported that
those most vulnerable to poverty in Australia
were families headed by an aged male or female
(Henderson et al. 1971).
Australia is the only advanced country
which still retains a means test on age pensions,
and the fate of the National Insurance Scheme
of 1938 and the monies collected by taxation
to implement it is no cause for national pride.
In 1938 the National Insurance Bill had passed
both houses of Parliament and received the
Royal assent. Males were taxed one shilling and
sixpence, females one shilling, and employers
were taxed equivalent amounts to finance the
scheme, the Government providing the balance.
However, this legislation has never been enacted
and the Bill remains on the statute books. In
1As at January 1979, Department of Social Security,
Perth.
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1949 the Trust Fund of Social Services Con-
tributions for National Insurance stood at 360
million dollars. In 1965 it was over 422 million
dollars (Green, 1969). This money is at present
in Consolidated Revenue, earning 1%compound
interest (Commonwealth Auditor's Report,
1966). Many of those Australian citizens who
made a contribution to this fund through taxa-
tion, are to-day struggling to exist on the pension.
On the matter of health, the retired person's
lowered income can easily lead to poor nutrition
and worry. There is too a tendency to ignore
the importance of sustained exercise in main-
taining and improving cardio-vascular efficiency
(Keelor, 1976). General mobility and muscle
tone may also suffer from a lack of appropriate
exercise. But again, as Gordon and Gaitz (1977)
point out, education for a healthy retirement
should begin in our early years. Attention to
diet and exercise, abstinence from tobacco,
and moderation with alcohol can all contribute
to good health and longevity.
Pre-retirement planning needs
A majority of the respondents in the Donovan
and Close (1978) survey stressed the importance
of making information on retirement readily
available to people. Since such information
often is available through organisations such
as the Council on the Ageing it seems to me to
be of major importance that the advisory func-
tion of these organisations should be adequately
publicised. Donovan and Close (1978) recom-
mended Government funding for those or-
ganisations with the wish and the ability to
conduct planning programmes for retirement.
Areas needing pre-retirement planning might
include financial provision for retirement,
budget management, nutrition and general
health care, housing, recreation, and what I will
call "service".
The notion of "service" corresponds with
what Blanchard (1 973) has called "a new
career in voluntarism". Randall (1977) describes
the volunteer services for the community
carried out by the retired groups of the United
States as "pioneering in social change". Again,
Australia has been tardy in mobilising the
services of the retired in imaginative, useful
community service. It is through "voluntarism"
that the retired can achieve their own status,
their own sense of self worth and identity. It is
through their public visibility in this service
that changes in attitudes towards the aged will
be facilitated.
It is my belief that any pre-retirement plan-
ning should also include advice on political
lobbying for those who are interested in im-
proving conditions for the elderly~ Berman
(1975) and Donovan and Close (1978) suggest
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a number of areas of concern where achieve-
ment of change would require skilful political
lobbying. Berman, for example, believes that
pensioners should be permitted to earn 2%
times the pension, free of taxation, for the
first five years of retirement; that theatres and
off peak transport should be free to pensioners,
and that local libraries and schools could serve
as community centres for the elderly. Donovan
and Close (1978) note that their sample would
like to see free travel on pu blic transport
restored to pensioners in West Australia, public
transport re-routed to pass close by places fre-
quented by pensioners, and some structural
alterations Inade to buses to increase their
accessibility for the elderly, who are their most
frequent patrons. If these perceived needs are
to be met, the retired as a group must develop
the political skills needed to successfully
challenge governments.
The W~A~I.T. activity programme for the
over-60s
In 1978 the Departments of Occupational
Therapy and Physiotherapy at the W.A.I.T.
co-operated in planning and running an activities
programme for elderly retired citizens. The
W.A.I.T. Therapy Building was used for the
venue, and the Department of Medical Tech-
nology co-operated by lending a mini bus to
transport some participan t8. From this pro-
gramme we learned a great deal about the points
which must be considered when planning pro-
grammes for retired adults. Although there are
many clubs available for such people, a per-
sistent complaint is that these are too organised
(Donovan and Close, 1978)0 A programme such
as ours did of course require very good or-
ganisation on our part. But we tried not to
make the organisational factor intrusive, and
concentrated on securing from the group a
sense of involvement and participation. We
stressed that those taking part in the pro-
gramme were volunteers who were helping us to
gain a greater awareness of the needs and the
potential of the elderly. Education for older
groups needs to be problem-centred with con-
tinuous opportunity for feedback between the
teacher and the learner. We reminded ourselves
often that although it may take a little longer
for the elderly to learn, actual achievement in
many cases is often equal to that of the young
(Dubois, 1975; Gibb, 1960).
Comments from questionnaires completed
by participants in the W.A.I.T. programme are
summarised in Table 1.
CONCLUSION
In conclusion I would like to emphasize
three points.
The need to begin planning early in hfe for
the retirement years.
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That education should focus not only on
preparing individuals for careers, but also
on teaching people how to live interesting
and rich lives.
And finally, that we should deliberately
begin creating opportunities for the con-
tinuing involvement of the elderly in the
mainstream of society.
As physiotherapists I believe we have both
an obligation and a unique opportunity to
ensure that our students enjoy contact with the
healthy and articulate elderly, and that they
become as aware of the implications of develop-
ment through the full life span as they are
presently aware of normal child development.
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TABLE 1: ATTITUDES OF PARTICIPANTS TO W.A.I.T. ACTIVITY PROGRAMME FOR THE
OVER 60s: PARTICIPANTS' RESPONSES TO A QUESTIONNAIRE (N=22)
Question 1. Has the programme been of benefit to you in any of the following areas?
Physically Mentally Psychologically
19 22 20
Question 2. What was your main reason for volunteering for this programme?
Curiosity To help
9 7
Social
6
Question 3. Did you feel two mornings a week were often enough for the programme?
Yes No
13 9
Question 4. Has your retirement been:
Busy Boring
16 2
Enjoyable
16
None of these
2
Exercise
Socialising
Woodwork
Memory games = 4
Relaxation
Hand skills
Question 5. Please rank the following activities in the order in which you enjoyed them, with activity 1
being enjoyed most, and activity 6 enjoyed least.
Rank Score
= 1 (17-3=+14)
= 2 (15-6= +9)
=3 (11-6=+5)
(10-10= +0)
= 5 (9-12= -3)
= 6 (6-14= -8)
The score was obtained by adding the number of the respondents ranking an activity among the top
three, and subtracting from this figure, the number of respondents ranking an activity in the bottom
three. Exercise then, was the most popular activity. However, not all respondents attended woodwork,
which ranked third.
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